The purpose of this paper is to clarify the nature of research methods in the history of economic thought. In reviewing the "techniques" which are involved in the discipline, four broader categories are identified: a) textual exegesis; b) "rational reconstructions"; c) "contextual analysis"; and d) "historical narrative". After examining these different styles of doing history of economic thought, the paper addresses the question of its appraisal, namely what is good history of economic thought. Moreover, it is argued that there is a distinction to be made between doing economics and doing history of economic thought. The latter requires the greatest possible respect for contexts and texts, both published and unpublished; the former entails constructing a theoretical framework that is in some respects freer, not bound by derivation, from the authors. Finally, the paper draws upon Econlit records to assess what has been done in the subject in the last two decades in order to frame some considerations on how the past may impinge on the future.
attempt at more ambitious endeavours (for instance making realistic "assumptions", and giving up abstract and simplified models) is doomed to failure, since the right techniques to tackle the complexity of the real world are often unavailable.
For my address as the first woman president of the European Society for the History of Economic Thought (ESHET) I decided to look to Joan Robinson, for two reasons: firstly as a homage to a great woman economist, and secondly to clarify the nature of research in the history of economic thought (HET). By reviewing which "techniques" are involved in our discipline, my aim is to find out whether for the historian of economic thought, too, there is any need for an apologia to the economist, the historian and the general audience at large.
For this purpose, I identify four broader categories in which HET can be classified: a) textual exegesis; b) "rational reconstructions"; c) "contextual analysis"; and, with a sort of catch-all definition, d) "historical narrative".
Although I refrain from endorsing a ranking of these techniques, my preferences-or, better, my favourite way of doing HET-deriving from my own personal experience and practice, will become apparent. Finally, I will draw upon Econlit records to review what has been done in our subject in the last two decades in order to frame some considerations on how our past may impinge on the future.
TEXTUAL EXEGESIS
It could be argued that textual exegesis (TE) is the technique par excellence for doing HET. 1 In return for the toil and trouble of the scholarship-namely the laborious and punctilious skill required in this type of exercise-it accords its practitioners the right to establish the "true" meaning of given texts. This technique defines the scope and method of the professional activity of a historian of economic thought, within the accepted hermeneutic codes. Stigler (1965) has given us his recipe for good textual exegesis in HET, which encapsulates the demarcation criterion for deciding its scientific character, and which consists of reviewing texts in the light of the interpreter's contemporary economic knowledge. What is required is the ability to reconstruct the general position of "the theoretical core of an author's work […] in a manner compatible with contemporary economic theory" (Emmett 2003, 525) . Since for Stigler "the meaning of the text is determined not by the individual interpreter or even the original author, but by the scientific community of economists" (Emmett 2003, 525) , it follows that doing HET is in all relevant respects no different from doing economics, and that any economist will, at least in principle, be endowed with the necessary skills.
Outstanding examples of the Stigler type of TE approach to HET are Hollander's large scale enterprise in interpreting classical political economy and Patinkin's investigation into Keynes's major works.
2 Far from being uncontroversial, in both cases the interpretations were challenged precisely on the grounds of their readings of the texts being framed by inappropriate theoretical contexts 3 Hollander's reconstruction of Ricardo's corn ratio theory of profit and Patinkin' s identification of the principle of effective demand in Keynes's early 1930s writings are good examples of trying to make sense of the relevant passages or sentences by employing the logic of the particular neoclassical theory which was standard at the time the interpreter was writing.
RATIONAL RECONSTRUCTIONS
Rational reconstructions (RR) were the favoured and, indeed, the most popular technique for doing HET in the 1980s and 1990s. The ideas and insights of Smith, Ricardo, Marshall, Keynes, and Schumpeter were reconstructed in the light of either contemporary problems or modern economic analysis. 4 In just a few praiseworthy cases, investigations were undertaken with philological zest, contextualization, and excursus into unpublished materials, but in most cases the "reconstructions" were made to stand on the shoulders of the contemporary understanding of the issues addressed by past authors.
RR differs from TE in significant respects, the most important of which consists in the reformulation of the arguments of past authors into a modern theoretical framework, rather than "the construction of a theoretical position from the past author's work that can be contrasted with current knowledge" (Emmett 2003, 525) .
But what exactly is the technique identifying the RR mode of doing HET? Formalisation, model building, or other translations into more rigorous economic language are called for. Unlike TE, which is a search into the meaning of a text, RR is a translation of the ideas of past authors into concepts recognisable to modern eyes by dressing them up with modern tools. Since the two exercises are somewhat different, so are the techniques involved.
A related point is whether RR is used to support existing economic knowledge or to challenge current theory. In the former case, the past is sifted for the predecessors of modern theory and present ideas-I call this a "quest for ascendancy"; while in the latter case the past is searched for what has been lost and can no longer be found in modern theory-I call this a "quest for an alternative".
5
RR is thus not just a variety of "Whig" history, whereby present-day theory is appointed the judge of the past, but can also be practised as a search into the past for alternatives. Pasinetti's (1974) However, the pursuit of precursors of contemporary concepts and theories sometimes gives way to what I dub "HET seasoning". This is the technique of identifying ascendancy, or seasoning current economic analysis with references to authors of the past: Keynesian, Schumpeterian, Wicksellian are adjectives intended to add "flavour" to models, such as fixed-price or short-period AS-AD, or endogenous growth, or to interest rate determination in dynamic disequilibrium.
This "HET seasoning" can be performed with more or less concern for the source from which it is derived. For example, when the terms Marshallian or Keynesian are used in analysis of current economic facts or problems, they are interpreted as if the theory explaining them were the same as that formulated by Marshall or Keynes. Thus short period unemployment (i.e., Keynesian equilibrium) or external economies (i.e., dynamic competition) identify special cases of what is assumed to be a more general framework of analysis. Thus, within the RR perspective, historians of economic thought are seen to give their "serious" contribution to the advancement of knowledge whenever they adapt original concepts to fit contemporary analysis.
The RR mode ceased to be seen as a legitimate and respectable mode of doing HET with the rise of an alternative competing techniquehistorical reconstruction-which endowed HET with a more distinct character and autonomy as a discipline, but was also a factor in alienating the community of historians of economic thought from that of the economists. Historical reconstructions meant mastering a new technique involving, besides the published work, perusal of manuscripts and letters, and in general a familiarity with archival research methods, thus situating HET more firmly in the past rather than the present.
In fact, by making the past its present, HET's scope and concerns shift from textual exegesis and translation into modern economic language, to a more complex, puzzle-solving type of investigation; it requires acquaintance with facts, circumstantial and presumptive evidence, which have legitimacy per se, and not as a subsidiary to economic analysis. There are, however, two varieties of historical reconstruction, which share a straightforward endorsement of the historical method and a common suspicion of rational reconstructions, but differ in some significant respects. The first, I call "contextual analysis" and the other, for want of a better name, "historical narrative".
CONTEXTUAL ANALYSIS
By context I mean the set of questions and answers which framed theories and concepts, the intellectual interlocutors to whom they were addressed and 'the state of the art' at the time of their conception. The framework consists of facts regarding time, place and circumstances, about which knowledge and information have first to be dug out and then used to make sense of what is being interpreted or, as far as possible, illuminated.
The first conundrum is a matter of source evaluation; in historical investigations we are always confronted with this problem, but as far as HET is concerned there are two aspects to consider: firstly, how related materials, for instance correspondence, stand vis-à-vis purely scientific work (whether published or unpublished); and secondly, in each individual case, the importance of exploring archives rather than relying on published material alone.
Correspondence is the material upon which biographers build their narrative, providing clues to facts, circumstances and above all motives. Moreover, correspondence helps us place ideas in time and context, and thus leads us to ask questions which would probably not have been asked in those terms.
The second conundrum is theoretical legitimacy: the role of archives in filling the gaps in our knowledge of the personal and intellectual lives of the economists concerned is also unquestionably valid, but what is their value in increasing our grasp of their theories? My answer, drawing on my own work-mostly done jointly with Annalisa Rosselli-is that "papers and correspondence" afford insight into the motivations behind the choices of a particular set of questions, assumptions or tools. These are not always explicitly stated in the published version, where the solutions discarded and definitions abandoned are left out. Archives therefore allow us to travel the road towards a theory rather than, as it were, visit the final destination.
Sraffa's contextual analysis of Ricardo's theory of value and distribution, conducted using unpublished drafts, parliamentary speeches, and correspondence, besides published works, remains the unsurpassed model of scholarship and mastery of this technique (Sraffa 1951 (Sraffa -1973 . It is the model which has inspired much of my work on the Cambridge approach to economics, attempting to capture the lives and works of Keynes, Kahn, Joan Robinson, and Sraffa in their contexts, drawing on the evidence of the intertwined relationships they formed and the conditions of their times; my aim has been more to grasp their individual and shared concerns, rather than to fit their contributions into a unified core of doctrine.
HISTORICAL NARRATIVE
More recently, rational reconstructions and philological inquiries have been directed towards "minor" or lesser-known figures, in order to answer to the need to survey the broader picture. It is a sort of "stepping down from the shoulders of giants", searching for less theoryladen investigations, connecting intellectual circles, linking characters and events, mapping "tribes and territories". HET thus appears to be progressively diverted from economic ideas and concepts strictu sensu, bringing in new perspectives and evidence from hitherto unexplored sources, crossing the boundaries of a single discipline to leap into the broader realm of intellectual history.
Browsing the programmes of the most recent ESHET and HES conferences, or the works awarded recognition as best articles or books by HET societies, this trend can easily be detected. Sessions (or research) on the major classical or neoclassical authors (with the possible exception of Keynes) have shrunk in number and more and more intellectual energy is being devoted to penetrating the less explored territories. This is a trend which holds particular appeal for young scholars, and it may indeed be a source of misapprehension for those who think that relations with the economic profession should be reinforced, and not loosened. However, some very interesting insights and reconstructions are coming in from these investigations, enlarging and broadening the scope of HET. One should welcome these new openings and encourage the upcoming generation to lead the way.
HET APPRAISAL

After this very brief overview of the techniques and styles of doing HET, I will now turn to the question of its appraisal. What is good HET? How can or should we appraise it?
This issue was raised by Roy Weintraub in his editorial piece in the HES list (Weintraub 1996) . HET, he argued, requires a style of scholarship that is standard among historians (use of primary sources, circumstantial evidence, background knowledge, and so forth), but not among economists. His conclusion was that a "good" economist is not necessarily a "good" historian of economic thought and vice versa.
This line of argument has become increasingly popular since the 1990s, 7 being applied to criticise both mainstream and non-mainstream economists as prone to writing mainly "internalist" or even "whig" histories, drawing on their economics rather than mastering the historians' skills.
I personally believe that good HET shows the capacity to be versed in both economic theory and historical methods. It is the combination of these two skills and not simply being knowledgeable in one or the other that makes the difference in the quality of our scientific output. However, I would claim that there is a relevant distinction to be made between doing economics and doing HET.
The task of the "historian" entails close adherence to the reconstruction of theories, personal contributions and the relevant circumstances, requiring the greatest possible respect for contexts and texts, both published and unpublished. The task of the "economist", working on texts and documents but, when expedient, also taking a certain distance from them, entails constructing a theoretical framework that is in some respects freer, and not bound by derivation from the authors. In this respect the theoretician is licensed to compose differences, connecting levels associated with different designs and conceptualisations in diverse authors or in the work of one and the same author.
An example of this distinction between historical and theoretical work which, significantly, has divided and continues to divide the economists working in the Cambridge tradition, has to do with compatibility between the approach of Keynes and the Keynesians, on the one hand, and that of Sraffa and the neo-Ricardians on the other. I feel that in our work as historians we must not be afraid of letting the differences emerge: rather, we must go on bringing to light all those elements of knowledge that offer an understanding of our authors in their historical backgrounds. In our theoretical work we are, in a sense, "freer" to interpret, integrate, and combine concepts and propositions that were quite distinct when formulated. This does not mean taking a cavalier approach to the historian's task but, rather, being clearer about the fact that a different aim is being pursued.
WHOSE HET?
For an understanding of how HET has actually been practised as opposed to how it should be practised according to some declared norms, it may help to review what has been done in our field in the last 20 years or so. This I did by browsing Econlit on the basis of descriptors B000-B590, which were introduced in 1991; although the classification and the chronology are far from being accurate and acceptable, this affords us a comprehensive overview of the extant HET literature.
Of course it has to be borne in mind that among the top ranked journals in our field Since more than one descriptor can be assigned to each individual record in Econlit, we can sum up all the B descriptor records only by making sure we have eliminated multiple attributions. This I have not 
B160: QUANTITATIVE AND MATHEMATICAL
As to the time profile, there is a general tendency for a fall in the numerosity of records, as can be seen by taking the top 5 ranked descriptors, i.e., those with the highest number of records: B310-History of Thought: Individuals (10941); B410-Economic Methodology (3868); B220-HET: Macroeconomics (2292); B120-HET: Classical (1760); with the notable exception of Econometrics and Quantitative Studies, which has the lowest number of records.
As to the dissertations, although their number is small-totalling only 131 over the relevant period-they give us an interesting picture of the trend in the topics of research in the field (See Fig. 2 ). To be noticed is that the ranking slightly differs from that of the articles; while the top 2 ranked descriptors in both cases are B310 (History of Thought: Individuals) and B410 (Economic Methodology), the lowest numbers of dissertations are found in topics, such as B130 (History of Thought: Neoclassical through 1925), B210 (HET: Microeconomics) which are ranked among the first ten in the case of articles.
In order to be more significant, the exercise should be extended to the pre-1991 period, converting the old descriptors set to the new one; this would sometimes involve the arbitrary matching of topics and a large computation of records, which I have not attempted to do. Hopefully, however, what I have collected is sufficient to provide some evidence in presenting the outlook of our field in the last 20 years.
RESEARCH AGENDA
Can the past activity in HET offer us some insights into its trend for the future? Are the gaps likely to be filled and how? I will venture to point to two areas in which I think we may expect some rise in interest and activity.
The first is feminist economics. HET could be an important tool in the work of exposing an impossible neutrality and pervasive genderblindness.
9 A gender-sensitive reading of past works and theories could open our eyes to the gradual shifts in meaning of the terms, the slow movement of the boundaries of the discipline, the progressive exclusion from it of whole areas of economic activity (housework for example) and of concepts which, though meaningful, lack a quantitative dimension.
The second is the broadening of geographical areas in which we may see interest and country-related research activity blossom in HET. My recent travels to Mexico, India, Japan, and China have proved to me that HET is a vital key to connecting ideas, as well as preserving identity and individual intellectual histories, and this in turn shows that there are indeed ways and means to establish a multicultural rather than monocultural discipline.
HET may help to enhance the ability to speak the same economic language, a necessary requisite of any scientific communication, with awareness of the variety and diversification in approaches to economic ideas and problems.
10 National societies for the history of economic thought are already there for us to connect and they could play a prominent role in bridging economic cultures and national backgrounds. Personally, I am looking forward to increasingly globalised research activity in HET.
CONCLUSIONS
I began my paper by asking whether there is any need for an apologia of the historian of economic thought, addressing this question to the economist, the historian, and the general audience at large.
To the economist, I would urge the importance of maintaining in the economics departments keepers of ideas and concepts born in the past, to preserve them from oblivion and the risks of being misused when uprooted from their context. Engaging in conversation and confrontation with contemporary economic discourse is an intellectual duty and while we should be wary of the consequences of alienating ourselves from it, we should make our case as boldly and fearlessly as possible. This is particularly true today, there no longer being a unified, mainstream core in economic analysis.
To the historian, I would plead the importance of ranking our priorities in fact finding and digging into unexplored sources; treasure hunts in economic archives do not have the same pay-off as in much intellectual history and should be done sparingly. Historical investigation should be a benchmark of scholarship for HET, not just another role-model, as mathematics or the natural sciences are for economists.
Finally, to the general audience at large I will make a plea for pluralism in economic analysis, in terms not so much of tools as of ideas. The critical awareness which HET cultivates of how economics is rooted in a given context of interests, ideology, and culture is the road to intellectual freedom and the recipe to advance our knowledge. HET is well placed to cater for the needs of the general public to have this clearly spelt out and understood.
Let me quote from Joan Robinson once again in conclusion: "Economics limps along with one foot in untested hypotheses and the
